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It seems that an average water year is a rare beast; 1987 was no 
exception. It turned out to be the ninth driest this century in Northern 
California's Sacramento River basin. (See bar chart.) I'd like to 
summarize for you some interesting facts about water year 1987 and how it 
affected rainfall, snowpack, runoff, and water storage in California. 
It all starts with precipitation, or the lack thereof. Overall, 
statewide precipitation was around 65 percent, about the same as in 1976, 
the first year of the two-year drought a decade ago in 1976 and 1977. 
Generally speaking, the southeastern desert and the far northwest coast of 
California fared best in precipitation and the central part of the state 
fared worst. Low elevation valley stations tended to have higher 
percentages of average precipitation than did Sierra Nevada mountain 
watershed stations. For example, the water year precipitation in Sacramento 
was 67 percent of average, whereas at Blue Canyon, a mile high in the 
Sierra, it was 51 percent. 
The bar chart for Feather River basin precipitation shows typical 
rainy season patterns during the 1987 season. Note that most of the 
shortfall was due to large deficits in November and December, although April 
was also quite dry. Only during March was precipitation above average. 
The California snowpack is an important element in water supply as 
well as a big recreation asset. The average April-through-July snowmelt of 
major west slope Sierra Nevada Cascade rivers is nearly 14 million acre-feet 
(MAF), approximately 40 percent of the total California estimated net use of 
34 MAF. Thus a poor snowpack year, such as 1987, strongly affects seasonal 
water supplies and hydroelectric power production. 
The 3-section chart show estimated snow water content in 1987 compared 
to the recent driest and wettest years. Note that there was little snow 
until January. warm temperatures in April and early May caused rapid 
melting, and the peak of the snowmelt, such as it was, occurred about a 
month early. 
Snowmelt runoff in 1987 was meager, reflecting the light pack. It 
averaged about 45 percent statewide, but was in the 30-40 percent range on 
most Sierra Nevada watersheds. (See chart). The best runoff was in the 
north in the Trinity and Shasta Lake drainages. 
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Water year percentage runoff amounts tended to be more than April-July 
percentages, some 5 to 10 percent more in the north, but about the same in 
the Central Sierra. Sacramento Basin April through July runoff was 39% of 
average, whereas the water year was 48% of average. 
California's economy has long moved past the point of depending on 
natural runoff. Water storage facilities have been built to even out the 
extremes of runoff. Reservoir storage prevented a very dry year from 
turning into a drought. Carryover storage at the end of 1986 was above 
average and furnished over 7 1/2 MAF of the water used in 1987. Remaining 
1987 storage was still much better than in 1976 and especially 1977 at the 
end of September. (See the bar charts.) 
It is interesting to note the relative size of Colorado River system 
reservoir storage compared to all of California in-state storage. 
The nearly 19 MAF of water in storage in 150 major in-state California 
reservoirs on October 1, 1987 provides a cushion for another possible dry 
year. Even though the probability of two such years in a row is quite low, 
it does appear now that we will have a second in this series. Runoff 
forecasts at this point call for a slightly better year than 1987 by around 
10 percent. But continued dry spring weather could result in 1988 being as 
dry as 1987 for the 3rd pair of back-to-back critical years in over 100 
years. 
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NOTE: The four River Index is the Sum of Sacramento River above Bend Bridge near Red l.llufl, 
feather Rivl:'r inflow to Oroville, Yuba River at Smartville, and American River inflow 
to folsom I ake. 
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